The debate over whether beauty lies solely in the eye of the beholder runs through cultural history. It arises every time a critic makes a top ten list: Am I just naming the books or albums I like the most in the preceding year, or am I asserting these ten works somehow were in fact the best or most significant?
1
HowlRound was born out of a conversation about love. All of us involved in its founding were thinking about this question. We were thinking about who and what we love and how that love gets expressed on a stage and shared with an audience. For my own part, I had been in a curatorial role for some time as an artistic director and as a director of artistic development at the Playwrights' Center in Minneapolis and Steppenwolf Theatre in Chicago. I spent my days developing and producing new plays for the stage. Part of the job, a huge part, is to decide which voices and stories will be elevated and ultimately seen and heard. Fundamental to any arts organization is the act of curation.
In a short article from the online journal Phaidon, Tom Morton, curator of the British Art Show, gives us a brief history of the word 'curator'-starting from ancient Rome where curators were civil servants overseeing public works, to the medieval period where the 'curatus,' a priest, was responsible to care (cura) for our souls. In present day, the word has expanded significantly to mean as Morton says, 'essentially a paid selector of stuff for sale.' Part of what drove the beginnings of HowlRound had everything to do with our concern that the curatorial process in the American theatre had devolved away from the notion of civil servitude and care to a commercial term driven by individual desires to control a sense of what a community should love. That, in fact, curation in the theatre had become the singular top ten lists of a few at the expense of representing the voices of the many.
So HowlRound was born out of the love for the multiplicity of stories that could potentially represent a community, a country, and a world. But the key question for us was how, in a world where curation is such a powerful tool, could we be a more democratized space for representation? How could we address the overwhelming sense that the theatre in the US was for white people and run primarily by white, cis men? How could we create an authentic space of diversity that was truly inclusive and not living at the surface of buzz words that professes certain values but that doesn't deliver them?
The Value of the Commons
Part of what has driven us all along is a belief that theatre doesn't live in the world of scarcity and that values are not antithetical to excellence. This fundamental value led us to organizing HowlRound around the idea of commons-based practice. It's actually a pretty simple notion, and the author Lewis Hyde has been a primary inspiration-helping us conceive of this idea that some aspects of nature and culture belong to us all. His books The Gift and Common as Air: Revolution, Art, and Ownership have proved to be guides.
A 'commons' expresses a value like the basic need to create air quality standards-we can't charge each individual for breathing air, it doesn't and shouldn't cost money to breathe and as a community we try to agree on standards that manage this common good, though sometimes we fail miserably. A commons is the impetus for national parks, asserting that some parts of nature belong to all of us; you can't buy a national park but you might pay a minimal fee for entry to maintain the upkeep of the park. The park is then open to all to experience and to be transformed by that experience. It is the impetus for the public library; the knowledge contained in books should be free for everyone as long as you respect the terms of that freedom by abiding by the rules of the library card. A commons isn't a free-for-all, but is rather a delineated space where we share what should be accessible to all as long as they participate in the limits provided by the commons. For example, you might not be able to take more than a certain number of fish out of a common lake, so that the ecosystem remains healthy for others to use. As Hyde defines it in Common as Air: "a commons is a kind of property in which more than one person has the right of action ... a social regime for managing a collectively owned resource" (43). ctr 172 fall 2017
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Curating a Commons
How do you participate in HowlRound? There are various points of entry into our commons and levels of curation. Hyde says, "most every commons has a carrying capacity, a limit beyond which the commons itself will begin to suffer" (33). We are a staff of five, for example, so how much can we realistically steward inside the commons that we manage? In many ways our platforms set up the limits and so do our values.
We value:
• Generosity and abundance-all are welcome and necessary.
• Community and collaboration over isolation and competition.
• Counter-cultural ideas and leading-edge research that challenges-and seeks to revolutionize-the status quo.
• Diverse aesthetics and the evolution of forms of theatre practice.
• Visibility and accessibility for underrepresented theatre communities and practices.
• Global connection-local communities intersecting with global practice.
• Timely discourse-theatre in relation to the most pressing issues of our time. Currently, we see some of those issues as climate change, migration, racial, gender, and class equity, and the rural-urban divide.
Creativity and knowledge lives in the commons. At HowlRound, we believe that the knowledge and creativity that makes up the theatre, that gets expressed through various avenues of experience and dialogue, should belong to as many people as possible, and that art should be democratized wherever and whenever. As Hyde says, "Ideas, inventions, melodies, and ancient epics ... are non-rivalrous, if I consume them, so can you" (46). A core value of our commons is eschewing the competitive impulse and replacing it with the sharing impulse. We use a creative commons license for all of our content. We don't own it. The author owns their work, and the commons owns our content and can share it freely. Even our infrastructure is up for grabs as all of the technology that has gone into making our website and our World Theatre Map is living in the commons. And participation in HowlRound is structured to be as inclusive as possible-all of our content is free and open to the public and anyone can join.
A quick side note: In the six years of our existence, we have been told multiple times that our insistence on maintaining the value of the commons in our lexicon is 'jargony'-that people don't know what a commons is and that in this way it's not a good marketing tool. We understand market-speak and the notion of commodity and exchange, and our language doesn't exist inside this frame. Our insistence on using 'the commons' as our philosophy is an act of resistance to the commodification of our art form.
A screenshot of the main page for HowlRound.com.
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A Moral Threshold
I've written elsewhere 2 about Lewis Hyde's concept, from his book The Gift, about the notion of threshold gifts. These are gifts that we give at moments of transformation in our lives-baptismal celebrations, wedding gifts, funeral flowers. In these moments of transformation when we move from one threshold to the next, we let go of a part of ourselves, we give up something in order to move forward. "Threshold gifts guide us to a new life" (Hyde 40). We give up our old selves in order to move forward. Hyde says "market exchange will always seem inappropriate at the threshold" (44). If you've ever paid for a funeral, you will know what he means here; at the threshold of life and death, talk of money feels cheap, profane, and just inappropriate. And HowlRound came into being in the theatre at a threshold moment, a moment in late capitalism where it seemed that every part of our work had become commodified, and that the theatre was becoming ever more about money instead of about transformation. We are transformed at the threshold. HowlRound began as a threshold gift to the American theatre, and over time we have expanded our reach beyond our borders knowing that our threshold moment has become ever more global in scope.
We know that at the threshold of transformation we do not want to find a single individual's 'top ten list' or one artistic director's vision for what is beautiful or which stories matter. At the We make all of our decisions about content inside of these values, and our platforms provide levels of accessibility. For example, any theatre artist can put themselves on our World Theatre Map; there are no barriers to entry. In this regard, HowlRound is even more open than Wikipedia where content is supervised by a commons of editors who accept and reject entries. We livestream events primarily based on a calendar of availability, and the content that we livestream must have some value beyond the vanity of an individual artist; it must be content that has value to a larger community in the above stated values. But more or less, content is decided based on timing and on a commoner's access to baseline technology to make the livestream possible. Our online journal represents a higher level of curation. Again, we are driven by the values above, and generosity and abundance mean that we don't accept personal rants on HowlRound or attacks on individuals and institutions. We also put all of our journal content through a rigorous editing process to ensure a level of excellence for the reader experience. That said, anyone can pitch an idea to the journal, and all of the content is driven by the community. Our contributors drive where the conversation will live at any given moment. We don't regularly pick themes and topics; though sometimes we are commoners too. and might write for the journal or suggest ideas for articles to others.
HowlRound.com's World Theatre Map.
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threshold of the commons, we are all welcome to share our curatorial vision for the future of the theatre.
HowlRound is a non-profit organization, founded in 2011, based at Emerson College in Boston, Massachusetts, USA. Our current tools-a journal, a live-streaming video network and archive, an open-source World Theatre Map, and in-person convenings-facilitate connection and conversation across geography, aesthetic, and cultural difference.
Notes
